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1
FOOD PRODUCT ORIENTING AND
LOADING APPARATUS

FIELD

Systems for loading food products into packaging, and
more specifically, automated systems that load stacks of
food products into packaging are described herein.

BACKGROUND

Food products are often provided to consumers in pack-
aging such as food trays. It can be desirable to arrange the
food products in the trays in a way that can be visually
appealing to the consumers and in predetermined quantities.
Manual orientation and placement of a desired number of
food products into food trays can be unduly time consuming
and ineffective for mass packaging.

To increase packaging efficiency, automated systems can
be used to load the food products such as crackers into food
trays. One type of automatic loading system releases the
crackers down a ramp designed to guide the crackers
sequentially into a compartment or cell of a food tray in a
shingled stack. The loss of control over the crackers as they
travel down the ramp is not desirable. For example, such loss
of control can lead to damaged crackers and prevent con-
sistent shingled arrangement of crackers in the cell of a food
tray.

SUMMARY

A method of placing food products into food trays com-
prises: singly forming a stack of food products in a first
position; rotating the stack from the first position to a second
position to place the stack over a food tray; and substantially
simultaneously depositing the stack from the second posi-
tion into the food tray.

The present method advantageously can minimize the loss
of control over the crackers between the depositing device
and the target food tray such that the crackers are controlled
until they are positioned in close proximity over the food
tray. The controlled orientation and deposition of the crack-
ers into the food tray advantageously can maintain the
crackers in a desired orientation both prior to, and after the
deposition of the crackers into the food tray. In addition,
because the crackers do not uncontrollably slide down a
ramp into the food tray, but are deposited into the food trays
in a controlled manner, the possibility of crackers being
damaged or broken is significantly reduced and/or elimi-
nated.

Rotating the stack from the first position to the second
position can include rotating the stack from a substantially
vertical position to a substantially horizontal position.

In one approach, singly forming the stack of food prod-
ucts includes orienting the food products in a shingled
orientation. The rotating the stack from the first position to
a second position can include maintaining the stack of food
products in the shingled orientation. The depositing the stack
from the second position can include positioning the stack of
food products in the shingled orientation in the food tray.

Rotating the stack from the first position to the second
position can include bringing more of the food products in
the stack closer to the food tray when in the second position
as compared to when in the first position.

Singly forming the stack of food products in the first
position can include providing a movable plate including at
least one opening and moving the plate to a first position that
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permits the food products to singly pass through the at least
one opening of the plate to form the stack of food products.
The method can further comprise moving the movable plate
to a second position where a portion of the food products
separate from the stack of food products are positioned on
the movable plate. Singly forming a stack of food products
in a first position can further include providing a fixed plate
and maintaining the portion of the food products within a
hollow passage formed in the fixed plate.

An apparatus for placing food products into a food tray is
also provided. The apparatus includes at least one sleeve
having a first end configured to singly receive food products
and an at least partially closed second end opposite the first
end. The at least one sleeve has a first position where the
food products are singly receivable through the first end to
form a stack having a predetermined orientation in the at
least one sleeve. The at least one sleeve is configured to
rotate from the first position to a second position where the
food products are positioned over the food tray and sub-
stantially simultaneously unloaded in the predetermined
orientation through an opening positioned between the first
and second ends into the food tray.

In one approach, the at least one sleeve can include at least
one abutment surface configured to orient the stack of food
products in a shingled orientation.

More of the food products can be positioned closer to the
food tray when the at least one sleeve is in the second
position as compared to when the at least one sleeve in the
first position.

In one approach, the at least one sleeve can comprise at
least first and second longitudinally extending portions
configured to move away from one another to form the
opening positioned between the first and second ends. The
first and second portions can be biased toward the closed
position. The first and second portions can be hinged relative
to one another.

In one approach, the at least one sleeve can have a hollow
interior with a cross-section with a shape preferably, through
not necessarily, corresponding to the shape of the food
product, such as circular, oval, square, rectangular, or other
shapes.

The first position of the at least one sleeve can be
substantially vertical and the second position of the at least
one sleeve can be substantially horizontal.

In one approach, the apparatus can include a stop member
configured to contact the at least one sleeve and restrict the
at least one sleeve from rotating past the second position.

The apparatus can further include a movable plate includ-
ing at least one opening and being movable from a first
position that permits the stack of food products to singly
enter into the at least one sleeve through the at least one
opening of the plate, and a second position that restricts the
stack of food products from entering the at least one sleeve.
The movable plate can overlie at least a portion of the least
one sleeve, and a portion of the food products separate from
the stack of food products can be positioned on the movable
plate.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a selected portion of a food
product stacking, orienting, and dispensing apparatus;

FIG. 2 is a perspective partial exploded view of the
apparatus of FIG. 1, showing an accumulator plate and a
shuttle plate in more detail;
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FIG. 3 is a front elevational view of the apparatus of FIG.
1, shown with a front wall removed for clarity, and with
rotating sleeves in a food product receiving position;

FIG. 4 is the same view as in FIG. 3, but with the rotating
sleeves in a food product dispensing position;

FIG. 5 is a perspective enlarged partial view of the
apparatus of FIG. 1, showing the rotating sleeves in the food
product receiving position and linkage members that provide
for the rotation of the sleeves;

FIG. 6 is a perspective front view of the apparatus of FIG.
1, shown fully assembled with guard plates;

FIG. 7 is a side perspective view of the rotating sleeve,
shown with exploded portions of a hinge assembly;

FIG. 8 is a side perspective partially exploded view of the
rotating sleeve;

FIG. 9 is a perspective enlarged view of the rotating
sleeves, accumulator plate, and the shuttle plate in an open
position;

FIG. 10 is a perspective enlarged view of the rotating
sleeves, accumulator plate, and the shuttle plate in a closed
position;

FIG. 11 is a side elevational view of the rotating sleeve,
shown with the food products stacked in a shingled orien-
tation;

FIG. 12 is a side perspective view of a rotating sleeve,
shown partially rotated from the food product receiving
position toward the food product dispensing position;

FIG. 13 is the same view as in FIG. 12, but with the
rotating sleeve coming into contact with a stop member; and

FIG. 14 is the same view as in FIG. 12, but with the
rotating sleeve open and the food products dispensed into
the food tray.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

An apparatus is provided that permits automatic and
controlled stacking, orienting, and dispensing of food prod-
ucts into food trays in a predetermined, shingled orientation.
The apparatus includes one or more rotatable sleeves that
can open and close. The food products can be fed into the
sleeves by a conveyor system. The sleeves are configured to
orient the received food products in a substantially vertical
stack having a shingled orientation. The sleeves are also
configured to rotate into a substantially vertical position and
open to dispense all of the shingled food products substan-
tially simultaneously into a cell of a food tray such that the
food products are arranged in a shingled orientation in the
food tray. This apparatus provides improved control of the
food products during stacking, orienting, and dispensing of
the food products and results in a more consistent and
reproducible arrangement of the food products in the food
trays.

With reference to FIG. 1, an apparatus 10 is provided for
stacking, orienting, and dispensing food products into a
suitable receptacle such as a food tray having one or more
compartments. A conveyor system having transport lanes or
feed troughs 50a-504 supplies the food products 60 into the
apparatus 10 as shown in FIG. 1. The food products 60 are
received in rotatable chutes or sleeves 56a-56d4 of the
apparatus 10, which are described in more detail below. It is
to be appreciated that while the food products have been
illustrated in the form of crackers 60, the food products also
could be, for example, cookies, wafers, chocolates, meat
slices or patties, and the like.

A method of placing food products 60 into food trays
11a-11d is provided. Generally, a stack of the food products
60 is singly formed in a first position as shown, for example,
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in FIG. 11. The stack of food products 60 is then rotated
from the first position to a second position and placed over
a food tray 11a, as shown in FIG. 13. The stack of the food
products 60 is then substantially simultaneously deposited
from the second position into the food tray 11a as shown in
FIG. 14.

When receiving the food products 60 from the feed
troughs 50a-504 singly (i.e., one-by-one) to form the stacks
of the food products 60, the rotatable sleeves 56a-56d of the
apparatus 10 are in the first position, as shown in FIG. 3. The
stacks of the food products 60 are oriented in a shingled
orientation in the rotatable sleeves 56a-56d shown in FIG.
11 and described in more detail below. When depositing the
stacks of the food products 60 into the food trays 11a-114,
the rotatable sleeves 56a-56d are positioned in the second
position shown in FIG. 4. It is to be appreciated that a stack
of the food products 60 can be positioned over the food tray
11a when in the first position as shown in FIG. 3.

The rotatable sleeves 56a-56d are configured to stack the
food products 60 in a shingled orientation and to maintain
control of the stacks of the food products 60 such that the
shingled orientation of the stacks of the food products 60 can
be preserved during the stacking, rotating, and depositing
steps. Further, the rotatable sleeves 56a-56d position the
stacks of the food products 60 in close proximity to the food
trays 11a-11d such that when a stack of the food products 60
is deposited from the sleeve 564 into the food tray 11a, the
stack maintains its shingled orientation in the food tray 11a,
as shown in FIG. 14. It is to be appreciated that for purposes
of this application, a “sleeve” will be understood to mean
any structure for receiving the food products 60 and capable
of generally maintaining the food products 60 in one or more
predetermined orientations.

The first position of the stacks of the food products 60 is
substantially vertical (see, e.g., FIG. 3) and the second
position of the stacks of the food products 60 is substantially
horizontal (see, e.g., FIG. 4). “Substantially vertical” will be
understood to mean a position that is more vertical than
horizontal, i.e., an inclination that is greater than 45 degrees
relative to the horizontal. “Substantially horizontal” will be
understood to mean a position that is more horizontal than
vertical, i.e., an inclination that is less than 45 degrees
relative to the horizontal. When the stacks of the food
products 60 are rotated within the sleeves 56a-56d from the
first position to the second position, more of the food
products 60 are brought closer to the trays 11a-11d when in
the second position as compared to when in the first position.

With reference to FIGS. 1-6, the apparatus 10 is
described. The apparatus 10 has a housing 20 including a
front wall 22, a rear wall 24, a first side wall 26 and a second
side wall 28. As shown in FIGS. 3 and 4, the first and second
side walls 26 and 28 can include one or more clamping
members 21 and 23, respectively. The clamping members 21
and 23 permit the apparatus 10 to be securely mounted, for
example, via one or more fasteners 25 onto tray conveyor
side surfaces 27 and 29, respectively.

As shown in FIG. 6, a control box 15 can be mounted on
the exterior the apparatus 10, for example, on the side wall
26. The control box 15 can be used to control at least a part
of'the functions of the apparatus 10. For example, the control
box 15 can control the frequency of movement of various
components within or outside of the housing 20. Optionally,
an additional separate control panel or control station can be
coupled to the apparatus 10 to control some or all of the
functions of the apparatus 10.

With reference to FIGS. 1 and 2, the apparatus 10 includes
an accumulator plate 30. The accumulator plate 30 can be
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generally rectangular and includes four accumulator cylin-
ders 32a-32d projecting therefrom. The accumulator cylin-
ders 32a-32d can receive the food products 60 from the
conveyor feed troughs 50, and can temporarily store the food
products 60 therein, as discussed in more detail below. The
accumulator cylinders 32a-32d are generally round and each
have a respective through opening 31a-31d, sized and
shaped to form a passage that permits the food products 60
to pass therethrough. The accumulator plate 30 also includes
three generally rectangular openings 34, 36, and 38 between
the accumulator cylinders 32a-324.

The accumulator plate 30 can be fixedly mounted on the
rear wall 24 of the apparatus 10. In particular, the rear wall
24 can include four spaced recesses or slots 37a-37d. The
accumulator plate 30 can include four slide clips 33a-33d
aligned with and inserted into a respective one of the
alignment slots 37a-374 such that the accumulator plate 30
can be secured to the rear wall 24 of the housing 20 by four
fasteners 35a-35d, respectively, as generally shown in FIG.
2.

The apparatus 10 further includes a movable shuttle plate
40 positioned generally parallel to, and below the accumu-
lator plate 30. It is to be appreciated that the shuttle plate 40
optionally could be non-parallel to, or positioned above the
accumulator plate 30. The shuttle plate 40 includes four
sections 44a-44d each having an opening 42a-42d, respec-
tively. The openings 42a-424 are sized and shaped to match
the size and shape of the respective openings 31a-31d of the
accumulator cylinders 32a-32d. The shuttle plate 40 also can
include five rectangular sections 46a-46e¢ adjacent the sec-
tions 44a-44d. As shown in FIG. 2, the sections 44a-44d that
include the openings 42a-42d have a greater width than the
sections 46a-46e. It is to be appreciated that instead of
having the narrowed sections 46a-46¢, the shuttle plate 40
can have a rectangular perimeter and a constant width.

The shuttle plate 40 is coupled to a rod 52 of a recipro-
cating device such as an air cylinder 54 using, for example,
an assembly including a retaining clip 53 and a locking pin
55, as shown in FIG. 1. The rod 52 of the air cylinder 54 can
reciprocate between an extended position and a retracted
position, causing the shuttle plate 40 to reciprocate between
the positions shown in FIGS. 9 and 10, respectively. It will
be appreciated that instead of the air cylinder 54, any other
suitable reciprocating device can be used to move the shuttle
plate 40.

With reference to FIG. 2 and as described above, the
apparatus 10 also includes four rotatable chutes or sleeves
56a-56d. Each of the sleeves 56a-56d can be cylindrical and
have a hollow interior 109 with a cross-section that is sized
and shaped to match the size and shape of the openings
31a-31d of the accumulator cylinders 32a-32d and the
openings 42a-42d of the shuttle plate 40. The sleeves
56a-56d are configured for receiving, stacking, orienting,
and dispensing the food products 60 into a food receptacle
as shown and discussed in more detail below.

It is to be appreciated that while the openings 31a-31d of
the accumulator cylinders 32a-32d, the openings 42a-42d of
the shuttle plate 40, and the cross-section of the hollow
interior 109 of the sleeves 56a-564 have been shown as
being circular to accommodate round food products 60, the
openings 31a-31d, 42a-42d, and the hollow interior 109 of
each of the sleeves 56a-56d can have any other shape
suitable for accommodating non-circular food products.
Such other shapes could be, for example, square, rectangu-
lar, triangular, oval, hexagonal, or the like. Furthermore,
while the apparatus 10 has been illustrated with four sleeves
56a-56d configured to receive the food products 60 from

20

40

45

55

6

four feed troughs 50a-504, the apparatus 10 can include any
(e.g., 1, 2, 6, 8, 10, or more) number of sleeves such as
56a-56d that receive the food products 60 from any corre-
sponding number of transport troughs 50, and an accumu-
lator plate 30 that includes an appropriate number (e.g., 1, 2,
6, 8, 10, or more) accumulator cylinders such as 32a-32d
through which the food products 60 pass before they enter
the sleeves 56a-56d.

With reference to FIGS. 2 and 5, the sleeves 56a-56d can
be coupled to a common linkage member 58 that extends in
the interior of the housing 20 of the apparatus 10 in a
direction generally parallel to the front and rear walls 22 and
24, respectively. The linkage member 58 can include four
mounting brackets 67a-674 that can be rotatably coupled at
their first ends 62a-624 to the linkage member 58 via one or
more bushings 66a-664. The mounting brackets 67a-67d
can also be rotatably coupled at their second ends 64a-64d
to the housing 20 via one or more fasteners 68 and/or
bushings 69.

The mounting brackets 67a-67d of the linkage member 58
can be L-shaped and have a top surface 61a-61d, respec-
tively, with a recessed portion that includes two fastener
receiving openings. Each of the sleeves 56a-56d can include
a bracket 70a-704 that also includes two fastener receiving
openings. Each bracket 70a-70d can be positioned in a
recessed portion of the top surface 61a-61d of a respective
mounting bracket 67a-67d such that the fastener receiving
openings of the brackets 70a-70d are aligned with the
fastener receiving openings of the mounting brackets 67a-
67d. The brackets 70a-70d of the sleeves 56a-56d can be
coupled to the mounting brackets 67a-67d of the linkage
member 58 via two fasteners 72 and 74 as shown in FIGS.
2 and 5 that pass through the openings in the brackets
67a-67d and 70a-70d.

The linkage member 58 is coupled to a rod 76 of an air
cylinder 78. For example, a fastener 80 such as a screw or
a bolt can pass through coaxial openings in the linkage
member 58 and cylinder rod 76, with a nut 81 being
tightened via the fastener 80 to the cylinder rod 76, as shown
in FIG. 2. The air cylinder 78 can be positioned at least in
part outside of the housing 20 of the apparatus 10, as shown
in FIGS. 3 and 4. The air cylinder 78 has an inlet port 82
which permits the air cylinder 78 to be coupled via a tube or
a hose to an air source such as an air generator. It is to be
appreciated that instead of the air cylinder 78, any other
suitable reciprocating device can be used to cause the
reciprocating movement of the linkage member 58.

The cylinder rod 76 of the air cylinder 78 can reciprocate
between an extended position shown in FIG. 3 and a
retracted position shown in FIG. 4. Since the cylinder rod 76
is coupled to the linkage member 58, reciprocation of the
cylinder rod 76 causes the linkage member 58 to reciprocate.
When the linkage member 58 moves toward the retracted
position, the linkage member 58 causes the mounting brack-
ets 67a-67d to rotate about one or more of the bushings
66a-66d and 69a-694, respectively, resulting in the rotation
of the sleeves 56a-56d from the substantially vertical posi-
tion shown in FIG. 3 to the substantially horizontal position
shown in FIG. 4.

The apparatus 10 further includes four brackets or plates
71a-71d mounted to an interior surface of the front wall 22.
Each bracket 71a-71d includes a respective abutment or stop
member 63a-63d extending therefrom as shown in FIG. 1.
The stop members 63a-63d can be knobs or cams and
provide an abutment structure that can restrict the rotation of
the sleeves 56a-56d downward past the second position
shown in FIG. 4, as will be discussed in more detail below.
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With reference to FIG. 6, the apparatus 10 can include a
plurality of guards that can restrict access to an interior of
the housing 20 and protect an operator from being injured
during the operation of the apparatus 10. For example only,
the apparatus 10 can include a top rear guard member 84, a
top front guard member 86, a first side guard member 88, a
second side guard member opposite the first side guard
member 88, a bottom rear guard member 90, and a bottom
front guard member 92.

The portion of the air cylinder 78 external to the housing
20 can be coupled to an L-shaped bracket assembly 77 via
a pin 79, which can be a clevis pin as shown, for example,
in FIG. 3. The L-shaped bracket assembly 77 can be attached
to the side wall 26 of the housing 20 via the fasteners 91 as
shown in FIG. 6. Two guard members 96 and 98 can be
mounted to the bracket assembly 77 via respective fasteners
95 and 97 to cover the air cylinder 78 as shown in FIG. 6.
The guard members 84, 86, 88, 92, 96, and 98 can be made
of metal and are removably coupled to the housing 20 via a
plurality of fasteners 99. The guard members 84, 86, 88, 92,
96, and 98 can be uncoupled from the housing 20, if
necessary, to provide access to the interior of the housing 20,
for example, for maintenance purposes.

With reference to FIGS. 7 and 8, the structure of the
sleeves 56a-56d of the apparatus 10 is described, with only
the sleeve 56a being illustrated, since the sleeves 565-56d
are identical to the sleeve 56a. It is to be appreciated that
while the sleeves 565-56d have been illustrated as being
identical to the sleeve 564, the apparatus 10 can have one or
more sleeves that are different from the sleeve 564, allowing
the apparatus 10 to simultaneously orient and dispense
differently shaped food products into different trays on the
conveyor.

The sleeve 56a comprises longitudinally extending por-
tions or sleeve members 101 and 103 that are coupled to
each other and have a hollow interior 109 therebetween. The
hollow interior 109 can have a circular cross-section as
shown, for example, in FIG. 7. The sleeve members 101 and
103 can be coupled by a hinge or another suitable connection
that permits the sleeve members 101 and 103 to pivot
relative to each other.

The sleeve 56a has a proximal end 131 that is open and
forms an entrance into the hollow interior 109, and a distal
end 133 opposite the proximal end 131. The sleeve 56a
includes an abutment surface or projecting member 139 that
at least partially obstructs the distal end 133 as described in
more detail below. The first sleeve member 101 can be
generally C-shaped and has an upper edge 145 and a lower
edge 135. The first sleeve member 101 includes a first pivot
linkage member 104 having an opening 106 and a second
pivot linkage member 108 having an opening 110. The pivot
linkage member 104 can include a projecting flange 112
with a downwardly extending pin 114.

The second sleeve member 103 also can be generally
C-shaped and has an upper edge 147 and a lower edge 137.
The second sleeve member 103 includes a first pivot linkage
member 116 including an opening 118, a second pivot
linkage member 120 including an opening 122, and an
upwardly extending pin 124 positioned between the first and
second pivot linkage members 116 and 120. Bushings 115,
117,125, and 127 can be inserted into the openings 106, 110,
118, and 122 of the pivot linkage members 104, 108, 116,
and 120, respectively, as shown in FIG. 8.

With reference to FIG. 7, the first and second sleeve
members 101 and 103 can be coupled to each other by a
pivot pin 128 passing through the bushings 115, 117, 125,
and 127 as well as the pivot linkage members 104, 108, 116,
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and 120. The pivot pin 128 has a head 130 and a shaft 138
having a distal end 132 that may include a hollow interiorly
threaded portion that allows the pivot pin 132 to be secured
to the pivot linkage members 104, 108, 116, and 120 via
threadable engagement with a retaining fastener 134 having
complementary threads 136. A spring 126 can be engaged by
a friction fit to the upwardly and downwardly extending pins
114 and 124 as shown in FIGS. 7 and 8. As such, the first and
second sleeve members 101 and 103 can pivot relative to
each other about the pivot pin 128 and against the bias of the
spring 126 to open and close the sleeve 56a as will be
discussed in more detail below.

In operation, the food products 60 such as crackers are fed
via the transport troughs 50a-50d into the four accumulator
cylinders 32a-32d as shown in FIG. 1. As the food products
60 are being advanced down the transport troughs 50a-50d
into the respective openings 31a-31d of the accumulator
cylinders 32a-32d, the rod 52 of the air cylinder 54, shuttle
plate 40, and sleeves 56a-564d are in their initial positions
shown in FIGS. 3 and 9.

With reference to FIG. 9, when the rod 52 of the air
cylinder 54, the shuttle plate 40, and the sleeves 56a-56d are
in their initial positions, the openings 31a-31d of the accu-
mulator cylinders 32a-32d are aligned with the openings
42a-42d of the shuttle plate 40 and with the hollow interiors
109 of each of the sleeves 56a-56d. This alignment of the
openings 31a-31d of the accumulator cylinders 32a-32d and
the openings 42a-42d of the shuttle plate 40 provides a
passage that permits the food products 60 to pass singly (i.e.,
one by one) through the openings 31a¢-31d and the openings
42a-42d and through the first ends 131 of the respective
sleeves 56a-56d. The food products 60 thus singly enter into
the hollow interior 109 of a respective sleeve 56a-564 until
a stack of eight food products 60 is accumulated in each
sleeve 56a-56d.

Since the speed of the crackers 60 along the transport
troughs 50 is known, the air cylinder 54 is configured to
retract the cylinder rod 52 at predetermined time intervals so
as to permit only eight food products 60 to accumulate in
each sleeve 56a-56d. The retraction of the cylinder rod 52 in
the direction shown in FIG. 10 causes the shuttle plate 40 to
move such that the openings 42a-42d of the shuttle plate 40
are shifted out of alignment with the openings 31a-314 of
the accumulator cylinders 32a-32d. The narrowed sections
465-46¢ of the shuttle plate 40 also shift to underlie the
openings 31a-31d of the accumulator cylinders 32a-324 at
least in part, and obstruct the further travel path of the food
products 60 as they exit the openings 31-31d. As a result, the
food products 60 are temporarily prevented from dropping
into the hollow interior 109 of a respective sleeve 56a-564,
and become stacked on the narrowed sections 46b-46¢ of the
shuttle plate 40 and at least in part within the accumulator
cylinders 32a-32d.

It will be appreciated that while the cylinder rod 52 of the
air cylinder 54 is configured to retract to prevent additional
food products 60 from entering the sleeves 56a-56d after
eight of the food products 60 have been deposited into the
sleeves 56a-56d, the air cylinder 54 could be configured to
retract the rod 52 at other predetermined time intervals,
allowing less than eight (e.g., 7, 6, or less) or more (e.g., 10,
12, or more) than eight food products 60 to be stacked in
each of the sleeves 56a-56d. Further, it will be appreciated
that while in one approach, an equal number of the food
products 60 can be stored in each sleeve 56a-564, in another
approach, each of the accumulator cylinders 32a-32d, the
reciprocation of the air cylinder rod 52, and the sizes of the
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sleeves 56a-56d may be varied such each of the sleeves
56a-56d can receive a different number of food products 60
therein.

With reference to FIG. 11, the representative sleeve 56a is
shown with a stack of eight food products 60 received
therein. The distal end 133 of the sleeve 56a has a configu-
ration that orients the stack food products 60 stored therein
in a predetermined orientation, for example, a shingled
orientation shown in FIG. 11. In particular, the distal end 133
of the sleeve 56a includes at least one projecting abutment
member 139 that obstructs at least a portion of the hollow
interior 109 of the sleeve 56a to prevent the stacked food
products 60 from exiting the sleeve 56a through the distal
end 133.

The projecting abutment member 139 can be made from
a plastic or metallic material and can be inclined at an angle
ot 45° to the horizontal, or at any other suitable angle (e.g.,
an angle that is less than or greater than 45°) to produce a
shingled orientation of the food products 60 located within
the hollow interior 109 of the sleeve 56a. Due to the angled
orientation of the projecting abutment member 139, the
bottom one of the food products 60 deposited into the hollow
interior of the sleeve 56a can come to rest on the projecting
abutment member 139 in an angled orientation which is
substantially parallel to the projecting abutment member
139, in turn resulting each additional food product 60 fed
into the sleeve 56a to become oriented in a shingled orien-
tation as shown in FIG. 11.

The projecting abutment member 139 can be, for
example, a single plate that is removably coupled to or
fixedly attached to one or both of the sleeve members 101
and 103. It is to be appreciated that instead of a single plate,
the distal end 133 of the sleeve 56a may optionally include
a projecting abutment member 139 in the form of multiple
spaced plates, protruding lips, ridges, a shoulder, or any
other projection suitable for blocking the stack of the food
products 60 from passing through the distal end 133 of the
sleeve 564, and for orienting the stack of the food products
60 in the sleeve 564 in a shingled orientation.

With reference to FIG. 11, when the sleeve 56a is in a
closed position configured to securely hold the stack of the
food products 60 therein, the edges 135 and 137 of the first
and second sleeve members 101 and 103 are spaced apart
such that a gap or an opening 140 is formed in the perimeter
of the sleeve 56a. With the sleeve 564 being closed, the size
of the gap 140 is less than the maximum dimension of the
food products 60 such that the stacked food products 60 are
restricted from exiting the sleeve 56a through the gap 140 as
shown in FIG. 11. The maximum cross-sectional dimension
of the hollow interior 109 of the sleeve 56a is substantially
equal to the maximum dimension (e.g., a diameter) of the
food products 60 such that the food products 60 are securely
clamped by the sleeve members 101 and 103. As such, the
food products 60 can be maintained by the sleeve 564 in the
desired shingled orientation when the sleeve 56a rotates
from the first position shown in FIG. 3 to the second position
shown in FIG. 4, as discussed in more detail below.

With eight food products 60 such as crackers or cookies
stacked and oriented in a shingled orientation within each
sleeve 56a-56d, the sleeves 56a-56d are rotated from the
substantially vertical orientation shown in FIG. 11 to a
substantially horizontal orientation shown in FIG. 14. In
particular, as the rod 76 of the air cylinder 78 moves from
the extended position shown in FIG. 3 toward the retracted
position shown in FIG. 4, the linkage member 58 moves in
a direction toward the side wall 26 of the housing 20. As
discussed above, this movement of the linkage member 58
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causes the sleeves 564-564d to rotate from the first position
downward toward the second position and the stop members
63a-63d.

FIGS. 12-14 show the rotation of only one representative
sleeve 564, but it will be appreciated that the sleeves
565-56d rotate the same way. With reference to FIG. 12,
when the sleeve 56a rotates, the sleeve members 101 and
103 are urged toward a closed position shown in FIG. 11 by
the biasing effect of the spring 126. During the rotation of
the sleeve 564, the projecting abutment member 139 main-
tains the stack of the food products 60 in the shingled
orientation shown in FIG. 11. Also, the sleeve members 101
and 103 maintain contact with the stack of the food products
60 and restrict the food products 60 from moving within the
hollow interior 109, which can prevent the food products 60
from being displaced from the desired shingled orientation.

As the sleeve 564 is rotated toward the second position
and the rotation approaches approximately 90 degrees from
the first position shown in FIG. 3, the interior surface of
sleeve member 103 comes into contact with the stop mem-
ber 63a as shown in FIG. 13. Since the first and second
sleeve members 101 and 103 of the sleeve 56a are spring-
biased, the initial contact of the sleeve member 103 with the
stop member 63a does not prevent further downward move-
ment of the sleeve 56a. Instead, the downward force causing
the sleeve 56a to rotate against the fixed stop member 63a
causes the first and second sleeve members 101 and 103 of
the sleeve 564 to begin to open by moving against the bias
of the spring 126.

As the sleeve 56a begins to open, the edges 135 and 137
of the sleeve members 101 and 103 pivot away from one
another until the spring 126 is fully compressed and the
sleeve 56a is fully open as shown in FIG. 14. With the sleeve
56a being fully open, the edges 135 and 137 of the sleeve
members 101 and 103 are spaced apart a sufficient distance
such that the opening 140 provides enough clearance for the
stack of the food products 60 to be unloaded from the
interior 109 of the sleeve 56a and dispensed through the
opening 140 of the sleeve 564 into an underlying cell 13a of
a food tray 11a, as shown in FIG. 14.

The movement of the conveyor 94 that transports the trays
11a-11d and the reciprocation of the rods 52 and 76 of the
air cylinders 54 and 78 are timed such that the trays 11a-11d
can be positioned under the sleeves 56a-56d that have been
rotated to the dispensing position shown in FIG. 14. As
shown in FIG. 14, the sleeves 56a-56d are positioned in
close proximity to the trays 1la-11d when the sleeves
dispense the food products 60. As referenced above, the
close proximity of the sleeves 56a-56d to the cells 131-134
of the trays 11a-11d and the ramp-like shape of the interiors
of the sleeve members 101 and 103 of the selves 56a-56d4
permit the stacks of the food products 60 to maintain their
shingled orientation as they are being deposited into the
trays 11a-11d. The resulting shingled arrangement of the
stack of the food products 60 in the food tray 11a shown in
FIG. 14 is visually appealing to the consumers and permits
the consumers to easily remove one of the food products 60
from the food tray 11a when desired.

After the sleeves 56a-56d dispense the stacks of eight
shingled food products 60 into the trays 11a-11d, respec-
tively, the rod 72 of the air cylinder 78 reciprocates back to
the extended position, causing the linkage member 58 to
move back in a direction toward the side wall 24 of the
housing 20. This causes the empty sleeves 56a-56d to rotate
back from the second position toward the first, food product
receiving position shown in FIG. 3, where they receive eight
more food products 60 that have been stacked on the shuttle
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plate 40 and at least in part within the passage of the
accumulating cylinders 32a-324d as discussed above.

When the sleeves 56a-56d return to the position shown in
FIG. 3, the rod 52 of the air cylinder 54 reciprocates back to
the extended position to cause shuttle plate 40 to move from
the position shown in FIG. 10 to the position shown in FIG.
9, allowing eight additional food products 60 such as crack-
ers to drop singly into each of the sleeves 56a-56d. The
sleeves 56a-56d stack the food products 60 in shingled
stacks, rotate toward the second position to deposit these
stacks of shingled food products 60 into new food trays
11a-11d, and return back to their food product receiving
positions as discussed above. The trays 11a-11d with the
shingled food products 60 can travel down the conveyor 94
for further packaging such as an application of a lid.

The presentation of the food products 60 in a shingled
orientation in the food trays 11a-11d is visually attractive
and the food products 60 fill most of the available space in
the cells 13a-13d of the food trays 11a-11d. It is to be
appreciated that while the sleeves 56a-56d rotate approxi-
mately 90 degrees from the food product receiving position
to the food product dispensing position, it is to be appreci-
ated that the sleeves 56a-56d could initially be angled, not
vertical, and could rotate by more or less then 90 degrees
between the receiving position and the dispensing position.
Furthermore, it will be appreciated that while the sleeves
56a-56d have been illustrated with an projecting abutment
member 139 that is angled and results in a shingled orien-
tation of the food products, the projecting abutment member
139 could also be horizontal, resulting in an orientation
where the food products are not shingled, but are entirely
coaxial with one another.

Those skilled in the art will recognize that a wide variety
of modifications, alterations, and combinations can be made
with respect to the above described embodiments without
departing from the spirit and scope of the invention, and that
such modifications, alterations, and combinations are to be
viewed as being within the ambit of the concept.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method of placing food products into food trays, the
method comprising:

placing the food products one-by-one into a rotatable

sleeve to form a stack of the food products in the
rotatable sleeve in a first position;
rotating the stack of the food products in the rotatable
sleeve from the first position to a second position to
place the stack of the food products in the rotatable
sleeve over a food tray, the stack in the second position
being non-parallel to the stack in the first position; and

simultaneously depositing the stack of the food products
from the second position and from the rotatable sleeve
into the food tray by dropping the stack of the food
products from the rotatable sleeve directly into the food
tray.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the placing of the food
products one-by-one into the rotatable sleeve to form the
stack includes orienting each of the food products in the
stack in an orientation where each of the food products in the
stack has inclined upper and lower surfaces.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the rotating the stack
of the food products in the rotatable sleeve from the first
position to the second position includes maintaining the
stack of the food products in the rotatable sleeve in the
orientation where each of the food products in the stack has
inclined upper and lower surfaces.

4. The method of claim 2, wherein the depositing the stack
of the food products from the second position and from the
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rotatable sleeve includes positioning the stack of the food
products from the rotatable sleeve into the food tray in the
orientation where each of the food products in the stack has
inclined upper and lower surfaces.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the rotating the stack
of the food products in the rotatable sleeve from the first
position to the second position includes bringing the food
products in the stack of food products closer to the food tray
and in the rotatable sleeve when in the second position as
compared to when in the first position.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the placing of the food
products one-by-one into a rotatable sleeve to form the stack
of the food products in the first position further comprises
providing a movable plate including at least one opening,
and moving the movable plate to a first position that permits
the food products to pass one-by-one through the at least one
opening of the movable plate and into the rotatable sleeve to
form the stack of the food products in the first position.

7. The method of claim 6, further comprising moving the
movable plate to a second position where a portion of the
food products, separate from the stack of the food products
in the first position, are positioned on the movable plate.

8. The method of claim 7, wherein the placing of the food
products one-by-one into a rotatable sleeve to form the stack
of the food products in the rotatable sleeve in the first
position further comprises providing a fixed plate and main-
taining the portion of the food products within a hollow
passage formed in the fixed plate.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the simultaneously
depositing the stack of the food products from the second
position into the food tray further comprises orienting the
stack of'the food products in the food tray such that a portion
of a lower surface of a first one of the food products in the
food tray overlies a portion of an upper surface of an
adjacent, second one of the food products and a portion of
the lower surface of the first one of the food products does
not overlie a portion of the upper surface of the second one
of the food products.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the stack in the
second position is perpendicular relative to the stack in the
first position.

11. An apparatus for placing food products into a food tray
comprising:

at least one sleeve having a first end configured to receive

food products one-by-one and an at least partially
closed second end opposite the first end, the at least one
sleeve having a first position where the food products
are receivable one-by-one through the first end to form
a stack having a predetermined orientation in the at
least one sleeve, the at least one sleeve being config-
ured to rotate from the first position to a second position
where the food products are positioned over the food
tray and simultaneously unloaded into the food tray by
being dropped from the at least one sleeve directly into
the food tray in the predetermined orientation through
an opening positioned between the first and second
ends.

12. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the at least one
sleeve includes at least one abutment surface configured to
orient the stack of food products in an orientation where
upper and lower surfaces of each of the food products in the
stack are oriented parallel to the at least one abutment
surface.

13. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the food products
in the stack are positioned closer to the food tray when the
at least one sleeve is in the second position as compared to
when the at least one sleeve is in the first position.
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14. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the at least one
sleeve comprises at least first and second longitudinally
extending portions configured to move away from one
another to form the opening positioned between the first and
second ends.

15. The apparatus of claim 14, wherein the first and
second longitudinally extending portions are biased toward
a closed position.

16. The apparatus of claim 14, wherein the first and
second longitudinally extending portions are hinged relative
to one another.

17. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the at least one
sleeve has a hollow interior with a circular cross-section.

18. The apparatus of claim 11, further comprising a stop
member configured to contact the at least one sleeve and
restrict the at least one sleeve from rotating past the second
position.

19. The apparatus of claim 11, further comprising a
movable plate including at least one opening therein, the
movable plate being movable from the first position that
permits the food products to enter into the at least one sleeve
one-by-one through the at least one opening of the movable
plate to form the stack, and the second position that restricts
the stack of food products from entering the at least one
sleeve.

20. The apparatus of claim 19, wherein the movable plate
overlies at least a portion of the at least one sleeve and a
portion of the food products, separate from the stack of food
products, is positioned on the movable plate.
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21. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the at least one
sleeve is configured to rotate and simultaneously deposit the
food products into the food tray such that a portion of a
lower surface of a first one of the food products in the food
tray overlies a portion of an upper surface of an adjacent,
second one of the food products and a portion of the lower
surface of the first one of the food products does not overlie
a portion of the upper surface of the second one of the food
products.

22. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the at least one
sleeve further comprises a first sleeve member and a second
sleeve member pivotally coupled to the first sleeve member,
each of'the first and second sleeve members having an upper
edge and a lower edge defining the opening between the first
and second ends of the at least one sleeve, the lower edges
of each of the first and second sleeve members being
positioned such that the opening between the first and
second ends of the at least one sleeve does not provide
clearance for the food products to be unloaded from the at
least one sleeve when the at least one sleeve is in the first
position, and wherein the lower edges of each of the first and
second sleeve members are positioned further away from
each other such that the opening between the first and second
ends of the at least one sleeve provides clearance for the
food products to be unloaded from the at least one sleeve
when the at least one sleeve is in the second position.
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